Will Geer: 
In Character 
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/._ f The face is familiar: a 
■dust-caked villain ‘in an old 
WeStern, a corruptible 
Southern senator.- thbS or- ., 
nery grandfather of" ’“®e 
Waltons,” another avuncular ‘ 
role in “The Reivers,” and, 
for those with longer memo- 
ries, Pistol of Shakespeare, 
Jeeter Lester on “Tobacco 
Road” and one of the actors 
hauled before the House Un- 
American Activities Com- 
mittee a . couple of decades 
ago. 

So there is that feeling of 
instant recognition many 
times over as Will Geer 
rises in greeting. 

“Do you mind if I leavp 
the door open? When I was 
touring with Minnie Mad- 
dern Fiske — we played here 
at the pld National in the 
1920s in “The Merry Wives 
of Windsor” — she always 
put a telephone book in the 
door when she was being in- 
terviewed by a male re- 
porter.” 

Then he shuts the door 
with a Grandpa Walton : 
chuckle. There is no need to 
. follow an interview routine 
with Geer. He’s interested 
enough in other people to 
ask questions constantly; 
he’s shrewd enough to ob- 
serve that “show people are 
always oh,” as he is; he has 
long quotes of Whitman, 
Frost or Shakespeare to 
drop for nearly every 
occasion) he has lived long 
enough to make witty, some- 
times incisive, observations 
on nearly everything from 
acting and politics to horti- 
culture and obscenity. 

You know my daughter 
Ellen has just written a 
film about women,” he began 
immediately. She wrote a 
part in it for me. I'm a 
hotelkeeper and at one point 
have to say ‘high-class tit.’ 


Imagine a daughter writing 
such a line for a father. In 
1902, jyhen I was in the 
womb. 'I couldn’t even have 
described it as' the womb.” 

At 71, Geer is still a rather 
trim figure, taller (6 feet 2) 
than he. appears as Grandpa 
Walton. It seems as if he 
must have always been 71 or 
75 or 78— the fate of the 
character actor who special- 
izes in such parts. 

I-n tiro film “Executive Ac- 
tion” he is one of three con- 
spirators who plot the assas- 
sination of President Ken- 
nedy.) This, time h e is a 
right-wing, crusty old mil- 
lionaire but the face is the 
same as that of the Minority 
Leader in “Advise and Con- 
sent” of a decade ago. 

Geer was already gray- 
hairedi at 49, with a solid 
reputation as a character ac- 
tor back in April, 1951, when 
he was called before the 
' House Un-American Activi- 
ties. Committee in an investi- 
gation that was to result in 
the. blacklisting for years of 
mifny actors and writers. 

. “I remember it was the 
same’ day that. Truman fired 
MacArthur and we shared 
the headlines,” Geer re- 
called. “They asked me the 
one question they ask 
■ everyone: In case of war, 
would you fight Russia? I 
took out my teeth and ob- 
served I was the same age 
as the chairman. I really 
was a ham.” 

As with other actors — and 
Dalton Trumbo, who wrote 
the screenplay for “Execu- 
tive . Action” — who appear- 
ed before the Un-American 
Activities Committee in 
those days of national sus- 
picion and fear, Geer was 
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driven from films by the 
blacklist. But he could go 
back to his roots in the 
theater and support him- 
self in Shakespearean roles. 
He always had a room and 
food for other actors out of 
work. 

I’m not going to say 
those days of blacklisting 
were a happy time. The 
wo.inen somehow didn’t age 
as-well as the men — fine ac- 
tresses like Gale Sonder- 
gaard — and couldn’t go back 
to 'the same roles in 10 or 12 
years. There were many eco- 
nomic deaths and real 
, deaths, like that of John Gar- 
field, who died of the strain 
sof deciding whether to an- 
swer the committee’s ques- ) 
tions.” 

b As with any other role he 
'hag played, Geer relishes 
-ithat of an actor emeritus of 
'•the American stage, with a 
j career spanning tent shows, 
rflivfe burlesque, theater, si- 


lent film, radio, the talkies, 
and now television. 

“When I’m asked what it 
feels like to have lived this 
long, I say it is like being a 
monument, a running brook, 
or a crock of manure,” Geer 
explained. 

In the role of Grandpa in 
the much-lauded television 
series “The Waltons,” Geer 
says he has found a “form of 
retirement.” 

For his role in “Executive 
Action,” he drew on a com- 
posite figure of “million- 
aires I have known.” It was 
the same when he fashioned 
his role in. “The Senator.” 

“Then I drew on the ges- 
tures and mannerisms of at 
least four senators that I 
had known. There was one 
who looked like a Greek god 
but had his feet in both 
pork barrels. He always 
looked at chandeliers when 
he entered a room — a chan- 
delier fetish — and I used 
this in the role.” 

Geer himself believes in 


the Mark Lane conspiracy 
theory for the Kennedy as- 
sassination. 

“Ten years ago when I 
saw Jack Ruby and Oswald 
on TV news films, I said 
they were acting. They were 
puppets and patsies. An ac- 
tor knows when someone is 
acting. We’re not trying to 
say it’s true in the movie — 
only that it might have 
been. 

“I don’t feel that the film 
is exploitation. It should 
make people be concerned 
to think and be alert.” 
Co-starring with Geer in 
the film is Robert Ryan, 
who was ill and knew that 
he shortly would die when 
the movie was being filmed. 

‘That, dear, dear man. At 
the end, die said to me: 
‘Goodbye, Will, we played 
Shakespeare together.’ ” 
And then Will Geer paus- 
ed and added: 

“Isn’t it wonderful to live 
in the stream of history, 
even if it is muddy?” 



